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After a slow start, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso is making headway toward passage of
the constitutional reforms he says are necessary to maintain economic growth and stability. At the
same time, however, a rash of strikes demonstrates increasing resistance among labor groups to
his privatization plans. Three weeks after a strike by the nation's oil workers that has paralyzed
transportation, the president called out the military to take over the refineries, a move that appears
to have only increased the resolve of the strikers to block administration aims to sell off many
state enterprises. During his first four months in office, Cardoso had little success in achieving his
legislative goals (see NotiSur, 04/21/95).
In addition, after vetoing an increase in the minimum wage, charging that the measure would
threaten economic stability, he was forced to back down. On April 28, he signed into law a measure
similar to the one he had vetoed raising the monthly minimum wage from US$77 to US$112. In
Brazil, the minimum wage is used to calculate benefits such as pension payments, and the raise will
mean a 42% increase in such benefits.
During the same week that Cardoso signed the minimum-wage law, his efforts to win support for
the constitutional reforms began to pay off. The first victory came when a legislative commission
approved the constitutionality of his bill to reform the social security system. That was followed by
committee approval of an amendment to open municipal natural gas markets to private pipeline
companies, which is part of Cardoso's efforts to open the economy and end state monopolies on oil,
telecommunications, and gas distribution.
However, just as Cardoso began to see some movement in the Congress, labor opposition to
his economic measures increased. On May 3, 240,000 workers from the state oil, power, and
telecommunications sectors, public transportation workers, and health, social service, and university
employees went on strike demanding pay increases and protesting plans to privatize the statedominated economy. The country's largest and most powerful labor confederation, Central Unica
dos Trabalhadores (CUT), which comprises 16 different union federations, called on its constituents
to "wage a real war against the neoliberal policies" of the government. Strike organizers pledged
not to let up until the Brazilian government agrees to negotiate. "This is a struggle against the
constitutional review, against the end of the oil and telecommunications monopolies, and against
wage policy," said Jose Augusto Alvarenga, a member of the strike organizing committee. "The only
way out is for the government to negotiate, but so far it has been unbending."
The wave of strikes has paralyzed public transportation in major cities and closed nine of eleven
oil refineries of the government oil company Petrobras. In an effort to reach a settlement, on May
6 CUT members voted to accept Labor Minister Paulo Paiva's proposal to set up a commission
of labor, business, and government leaders to debate the proposed constitutional reforms. At the
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same time, however, CUT leaders stressed their adamant opposition to government wage policies
and to the planned privatization of the oil and telecommunications sectors. "CUT is willing to
negotiate, but we will continue to support the union struggles to increase salaries," said secretary
general Vicente Paulo da Silva. However, on May 9, Brazil's top labor court ruled the strike illegal
and ordered striking oil workers back to work. Nevertheless, most of the 50,000 members of the
oil workers union Federacao Unica de Petroleros (FUT) defied the order and voted to remain on
strike. To date, the government has refused to negotiate and has ordered the firing of 59 strikers
and union leaders. In addition to protesting the government's planned privatization, oil workers
are demanding raises of between 12% and 18%, and insist they will return to their jobs only after
a signed accord. On May 23, strikers began to shut down offshore natural gas wells in the Campos
Basin off the coast of Brazil.
As tensions between labor and the Cardoso administration increased, on May 19 and 20 angry
crowds in the northeastern states of Alagoas and Paraiba threw stones at Cardoso during his
visit to the area, one of the poorest in the country. In the incident in Campina Grande in Paraiba,
windows of the presidential bus were broken and two aides received minor injuries from the broken
glass. Authorities blamed the incidents on leftist political parties and unions. However, union and
opposition party leaders denied responsibility and denounced the violence. On May 24, 22 days
after the strike began, Cardoso ordered the military to occupy five oil refineries, four of them in the
state of Sao Paulo. According to Gen. Romulo Pini Pereira of the army communications office, the
seizures were made to protect state property and allow workers to return to their jobs.
"This order comes from the president, the commander in chief," Pini Pereira said. "We are following
orders to protect public property and guarantee the functioning of the refineries. Also, those who
want to return to work can do so." Government officials supported the presidential decision. "The
troops were called in only to ensure that the return of workers to their jobs takes place without
incident," Mines and Energy Minister Raimundo Brito said. "The return of these workers is a
demonstration of good sense, responsibility, and respect for the law."
However, both the CUT's Da Silva and FUP director Mauricio Franca Rubem condemned the
military occupation and said it would not promote a return to work on the part of the strikers.
"When workers make a demand, Cardoso sends in the army and armored cars," said Franca
Rubem. "This is not a democratic government." A spokesperson for Petrobras said on May 24 that
refining production was at 192,000 barrels per day, representing just 12% of normal output, while oil
production was 269,000 barrels per day, 36% of the normal level. The strike has affected production
in related industries such as steel and petrochemicals and caused shortages of gasoline and cooking
gas. Nevertheless, despite the strikes, lawmakers are convinced that public opinion supports the
constitutional reforms, including privatization, and they have continued passing the measures.
On May 3, the full Chamber of Deputies approved the bill authorizing privatization of
natural gas distribution, and on May 10 they approved the measure that would remove the
constitutional distinction between foreign and domestic enterprises, a major plank in the plan
to open the economy to foreign investment. At the moment, final passage appears likely for
most of the measures sought by Cardoso. However, with the strong opposition to privatizing
telecommunications and oil, passage of those reforms may be difficult. (Sources: United Press
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International, 05/02/95; Inter Press Service, 05/04/95; Reuter, 04/28/95, 04/29/95, 05/04/95, 05/11/95,
05/21/95, 05/22/95, 05/24/95; Deutsche Press Agentur, 05/02/95, 05/24/95; Agence France-Presse,
05/03/95, 05/05/95, 05/08/95, 05/10/95, 05/16/95, 05/22/95, 05/24/95; Associated Press, 05/03/95,
05/05/95, 05/11/95, 05/22/95, 05/24/95)
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